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Birds & Flowers 


exquisite expressions of Japanese culture have been rooted 

in a profound love and respect for the natural world. The spe- 
cific tradition of kacho-e, which is most simply the depiction of flora 
and fauna, has a long visual and literary history. Imbued with meta- 
phorical significance beyond their physical beauty, specific pairings of 
birds, insects, and flowers have formed the basis for a tradition that 
extends into the contemporary moment. 

“Birds & Flowers: Masterworks of Kacho-e” showcases a rare 
collection of exquisite woodblock prints by such artists as Utamaro, 
Masayoshi, Hokusai, and Hiroshige, including prints from Utamaro’s 
famous The Book of Birds (1790) and The Book of Insects (1788). 
This exhibition features Hokusai’s acclaimed “Peonies and Butterflies,” 
from the master’s large flower series, and numerous additional prints 
from Hiroshige’s important studies of birds. Also included is a selec- 
tion of prints by Koson (Shoson), Japan’s early 20th-century master 
of kacho-e. Softly colored, and exquisitely rendered with an elegant 
arrangement of space, each of these prints celebrates nature as a 
combination of sensual delights and lyrical expressions of emotion. 


N ourished by the principles of Shinto and Buddhism, the most 
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Nature Studies: 18" century 


Utamaro (1758 - 1806) 
Koryusai (fl 1764 - 1788) 
Masayoshi (1764 - 1824) 


ukiyo-e, was the flourishing moment of the prosperous and 

peaceful Edo period. Although Japanese wocdblock printing 
was still a relatively nascent art form at the turn of the 1700s, art- 
ists quickly discovered new techniques for improving the appeal of 
their works, including increasingly delicate and sinuous lines, and the 
ability to incorporate dozens of color in a single printing technique, 
known as brocade prints, or nishiki-e. The “floating world” of the 
ukiyo-e genre most often depicted scenes of travel, pleasure, and 
entertainment: beautiful women, Kabuki actors, and other ephemeral 
indulgences of the newly emergent middle class. 

Many masters of the 18th century woodblock print also turned 
their talents to the long-standing poetic and artistic tradition of kacho- 
e, images of birds and flowers. Koryusai (1735-1790) and Utamaro 
(1753-1806), two of the most important artists of the period, re- 
nowned for their images of beautiful women (bijin) and courtesans, 
both produced substantial work on the theme of nature. Utamaro 
produced three full printed books on the theme of nature, The Book 
of Insects (Ehon mushi erabi, 1788), Gifts of the Ebb Tide (Shiohi no 
tsuto, 1789), and Myriad Birds (Momo chidori, 1790). These exquisite 
prints pair playful and romantic kyoka poetry with depictions of the 
natural world, often using embossing and mica to emphasize the 
naturalism and textural quality of the different animals and plants. 

Kitao Masayoshi’s (1764-1824) series, Compendium of Pictures of 
Birds Imported from Overseas (Kaihaku raikin Zui), demonstrates the 
increasingly intricate relationship between Japanese and Chinese art 
forms. Masayoshi was commissioned to interpret a pre-existing set of 
bird-and-flower handscroll paintings by a Chinese Nagasaki-school 
artist that documented a shipment of exotic Chinese birds in 1762. 
Masayoshi’s copy of these handscrolls, from around thirty years later, 
is faithful to the Chinese aesthetic and subject matter with its soft 
treatment of color, but at the same time, is undeniably the work of an 
accomplished Japanese woodblock artist. 


T he 18th century, considered by many to be the golden age of 
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February 
Koryusai (fl. 1764 - 1788) 


Koryusai’s kacho-e prints are recognized for their surprisingly 
classical and literary refinement. In his later years he was rewarded 
the title of hokkyo, an honorary name that was largely reserved for 
artists associated with the long-established and well-connected 
schools of painting. In this print, the gentle curve of a blooming 
cherry tree frames the regal form of a pair of strutting pheasants. 
Included in the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts Boston. 
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Woodblock Print 
c. 1770 
Unsigned 
Chuban 

ref. #: JP2235 


Long Tailed Tit and Japanese White Eyes 
Ehon Momo Chidori 
Utamaro (1758 - 1806) 


From The Bird Book, this charming print features two different 
species of small songbirds perched in the leaves of a bamboo 
plant. The little mejiro, or white-eyes, crowd together on the 
branch, such a common behavior for this species that the Japa- 
nese phrase, mejiro-oshi, means to jostle up against other peo- 
ple in a crowd. Also in the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts 
Boston. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1790 
Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5460 
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Bullfinch and Scops Owl 
Ehon Momo Chidori 
Utamaro (1758 - 1806) 


Two little bullfinches chirp excitedly, while the larger owl, his tufted 
head feathers pointed straight up, seems to be listening in earnest. 
The poem, in fact, alludes to the “eared” owl, punning on the Japa- 
nese word “to listen.” Included in the collections of the Library of 
Congress, Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY, and the Museum of 
Fine Arts Boston. One of the two poems reads: | laugh/And cry/At 
the same time/Since you ignore me/Like an earless owl in the tree 
(Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY). 
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Woodblock Print 
c. 1790 
Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5459 


Hawk and Shrike 
Ehon Momo Chidori 
Utamaro (1753 - 1806) 


From his important collection of prints, The Bird Book (also known 
as Myriad Birds, or Momo Chidori), this individual print features 
a hawk and a shrike facing each other across the margins. Both 
accompanying poems reference the two birds’ predatory natures, 
the hawk with his swooping flight and the shrike with its little stab- 
bing beak. In the collections of the British Museum and the Mu- 
seum of Fine Arts Boston. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1790 
Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: RO2273 
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Cricket and Fireflies 
Ehon Mushi Erabi 
Utamaro (1758 - 1806) 


This image, with its accompanying poems, is rich with sensory 
allusion: from the soulful chirping of the cricket, to the soft, 
soothing lights of the fireflies on the riverbanks, to the sound 
of water gently lapping at a shore, or the feeling of soft, wet 
marsh grasses under one’s feet. In the collections of the Rit- 
sumeikan University, the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, and the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Woodblock Print 
1788 

Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5525 


Mole Cricket and Earwig 
Ehon Mushi Erabi 
Utamaro (1753 - 1806) 


These two unusual insects are paired with a rose and a bamboo 
shoot. The rough texture and strange form of the bamboo shoot 
contrasts with the more objective “beauty” of the rose, as if 
speaking to the inherent beauty of all living creatures, whether 
strange to look at (like the earwig), or hardly ever seen at alll 
(like the little mole cricket). This print is in the collections of 
Ritsumeikan University, the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, and 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 


Woodblock Print 
1788 

Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5527 
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Butterfly and Dragonfly 
Ehon Mushi Erabi 
Utamaro (1753 - 1806) 


A beautiful, delicate print, rich with poetic allusion and emotional 
resonance. The butterfly kissing the tip of the peony blossom, 
along with the poem, immediately recalls the dream of the philoso- 
pher Zhuangzi, while the dragonfly in the poem, like the dragonfly 
in the print, hovers uncertainly over the blooms, not sure whether 
it should commit to love, or to be free in the sky. Also included in 
the prestigious collections of the British Museum, the Museum of 
Fine Arts Boston, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Woodblock Print 
1788 

Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5530 


Quail 
Kaihaku Raikin Zui 
Masayoshi (1764 - 1824) 


Masayoshi’s quail here appears to have paused for a moment 
amongst the bamboo and blossoms, one little claw raised in a 
quintessential bird-like pose. In contrast to the graphic quality of 
the natural world surrounding him, Masayoshi pours detail upon 
detail into the depiction of the quail’s plumage, making it appear 
like a delicately patterned brocade. This print is in the collections 
of the British Museum and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 


Woodblock Print 
1790's 

Keisai sha 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5519 
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Songbird and Peony 
Kaihaku Raikin Zui 
Masayoshi (1764 - 1824) 


This print of a small brown songbird flitting among the peony 
blooms incorporates a truly astounding level of detail. The re- 
fined, delicate shading in the petals of the peony blossom with 
incredibly fine veining makes the flower appear translucent in 
the sunlight, while the little bird’s body is tilted just so on the 
branch in order to show off the variety of marking and plumage 
texture. This print is from the earliest edition of the series, which 
was intended to be printed as a complete album, rather than 
individual sheets. Featured in the collections of the Museum of 
Fine Arts Boston and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Woodblock Print 
1790's 
Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5520 


The Gray Thrush 
Kaihaku Raikin Zui 
Masayoshi (1764 - 1824) 


Masayoshi pairs a small brown songbird with a lush bouquet 
of cherry blossoms in full bloom. The combination poetically 
suggests the season of early spring, its fragrance, and the air 
alive with bird calls. This print is included in the collections of 
the Havard University Art Museum, the Museum of Fine Arts 
Boston, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 


Woodblock Print 
1790's 

Keisai sha 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5521 
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Silver Pheasants 
Kaihaku Raikin Zui 
Masayoshi (1764 - 1824) 


This pair of male and female pheasants forms a pleasing 
composition, their magnificent tails creating two sweeping 
diagonals, echoing the gentle curve of the ground on which 
they stand. This print is in the collections of the Museum of 
Fine Arts Boston and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Woodblock Print 
1790's 
Unsigned 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5522 


Magpies on Pine Branch 
Kaihaku Raikin Zui 
Masayoshi (1764 - 1824) 


The pairing of magpies nestled into the branches of an old pine tree 
combines poetic symbolism for both longevity and prosperity. In this 
print, the incredible mixture of line and texture, the sweet, composed 
position of the magpies, and their beautiful blue tails gently dipping off 
the branch, combine in a harmonious depiction of the natural world. 
Featured in the collections of the British Museum, the Museum of Fine 
Arts Boston, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 


Woodblock Print 
1790’s 

Keisai sha 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5524 
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Nature Studies: 19" century 


Shunman (1757 - 1820) 

Hokusai (1760 - 1849) 

Toyohiro (1773 - 1828) 

Toyokuni Il (1777 - 1835) 

Hokkei (1780 - 1850) 

Shigenobu (1787 - 1832) 

Eisen (1790 - 1848) 

Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 

Shinsai (mid-18th — early 19th c.) 


time quickly took up the kacho-e precedents set in the 18th cen- 

tury. Hokusai’s (1760-1849) single sheet and surimono nature 
studies are at once inventive, original, and at the same time heavily 
indebted to the long-standing Chinese tradition of nature painting, 
particularly the classic Qing-dynasty Mustard Seed Garden Manual 
of Painting (Jieziyuan Huazhuan). Perhaps Hokusai’s most famous 
kacho-e print, his Peonies and Butterfly, comes from a series of ten 
horizontal oban prints that he produced with the publisher Eijudo in 
the early 1830s. In this series, Hokusai combines classical Chinese 
symbolism and themes with an innovative compositional and artistic 
eye—the prints are closely cropped to the topmost blossoms of the 
plants in order to best showcase the attention to naturalistic detail — 
that echoes the changing aesthetic interests and social conditions 
of the 19th century. The surimono in particular was a popular form 
of 19th century kacho-e. They were generally small format, privately 
commissioned works of art in honor of celebrations like the New Year, 
which combined illustrations with printed poetry and text. 

Although Hiroshige (1797-1858) is best known as the foremost 
landscape print artist of this period, his masterful kacho-e prints 
reflect the incredible technical advancements in woodblock printing 
at the time. Hiroshige’s kacho-e often takes advantage of rare print 
formats, like the tall and narrow tanzaku, which allowed him to imbue 
the designs with a truly natural sense of space and dynamism. 


I n the 19th century, the most prolific and renowned artists of the 
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Japanese Bush Warbler on Pine Branch 
Shunman (1757 - 1820) 


This delicate surimono combines careful embossing techniques with 
embellishments of gold and ink to suggest the hazy atmosphere 
and sweet song of the bush warbler. Shunman was an ukiyo-e artist 
active during the first decades of the 19th century, famous for being 
a master of difficult print techniques, as well as being accomplished 
in lacquerware, shell-inlay, and kyoka poetry. After 1790, Shunman 
appears to have devoted himself almost entirely to surimono and 
private commissions, and became renowned for prints in the suri- 
mono style that used luxury materials to great effect. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1809 

Shosado 
Surimono 

ref. #: JP2918 
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Goshawk on a Snowy Pine 
Aiming at Sparrow 
Eisen (1790 - 1848) 


Perched on a snow-covered gnarled pine branch, a goshawk turns 
its sharp eye towards a small sparrow flitting by. The goshawk’s 
magnificent form, voluminous feathers, and raised anticipatory claw 
all emphasize its true nature as a bird of prey. This is a first edition 
print with the signature Keisai. It was so popular that it was reprint- 
ed in multiple editions during the Meiji period. A later edition of this 
print is in the collection of the Minneapolis Institute of Art. 
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Woodblock Print 
c. 1830 

Keisai 

Otanzaku 

ref #: JP5463 


Peony and Butterfly 
Hokusai (1760 - 1849) 


Perhaps one of Hokusai’s most famous works, this refined, delicate 
print illustrates a pale-pink cluster of peonies, petals turned back 
in the breeze, with the wings of a small butterfly just grazing the 
blossoms as it flies by. There is speculation that the subject matter 
of the butterfly, combined with the dreamy, hazy quality of the im- 
age, alludes to the famous Chinese legend of Zhuangzi, the Taoist 
philosopher, who upon waking from a dream that he had been a 
butterfly, remarked: “l, Zhuangzi, dreamt | was a butterfly, fluttering 
hither and thither, to all intents and purposes a butterfly. [...] Soon | 
awaked, and there | was, veritably myself again. Now | do not know 
whether | was then a man dreaming | was a butterfly, or whether | 
am now a butterfly, dreaming | am a man.” This print is in the col- 
lections of the British Museum, the Minneapolis Institute of Art, the 
Honolulu Museum of Art, and the Museum of Fine Arts Boston. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1834 


Zen Hokusai iitsu hitsu 


Oban 
ref. #: JP5493 
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Hawk and Cherry Blossoms 
Hokusai (1760 - 1849) 


Hokusai’s incredible rendering of a tamed hawk perched on Woodblock Print 
a railing above the blooming cherry trees makes marvelous c.1834 

use of nature’s patterning, turning the plumage of the hawk’s Zen Hokusai iitsu 
back and wings into luxurious stylizations that recall textiles hitsu 

and brocade. This beautiful print is also included in the pres- Large Oban 
tigious collections of the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, the ref #: JP5458 


British Museum, and the Tokyo National Museum. 
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Finch and Hibiscus 
Hokusai (1760 - 1849) 


This small format aizuri-e print is incredibly rare among Hokusai’s 
oeuvre. From a series of chuban published by Kinshindo, using 
the all-blue printing technique, this print features a small finch 
perched atop the stem of a blooming hibiscus flower. The delicate 
blue coloring and fastidious line work showcases Hokusai’s im- 
pressive empirical eye for the forms and dynamics of the natural 
world. This print is included in the collection of the Museum of Fine 
Arts Boston. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1830 

Zen Hokusai hitsu 
Chuban 

ref. #: JPR5225 
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Sparrow Aiming for Moth Beneath Clematis 
Hokusai (1760 - 1849) 


From a very rare series of chuban aizuri-e prints published by Woodblock Print 
Kinshindo, this print features a plump sparrow diving for a moth. c.1830 
The clematis vine wraps around the top of the composition, pro- Zen Hokusai hitsu 


viding a gentle, sinuous line for the eye to follow. In addition to 
printing in the all-blue technique, Hokusai recreates the gestural 
quality of ink painting in the leaves and stem of the clematis, and 
in the fanned feathers of the sparrow. This print is in the collec- 
tion of the University of Wisconsin-Madison Chazen Museum of 
Art. 


Chuban 
ref. #: JPR5004 
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Bamboo Grove 
Hokusai (1760 - 1849) 


This surimono from the Hayashi collection captures the form and 
atmosphere of a bamboo forest in the morning mist through sim- 
plicity, repetition, and delicate printing techniques. As one of the 
“three friends of winter,” bamboo is symbolic of resilience and 
flexibility in the face of adversity, as the bamboo remains green 
and malleable throughout the cold winter months. The auspi- 
cious quality of the three friends made them a popular subject for 
surimono that celebrated the New Year. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1815 

Katsushika Hokusai ga 
Surimono 

ref. #: JPR5490 
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Bats and New Moon 
Toyohiro (1773 - 1828) 


A rare and unusual, but provocative subject, 
Toyohiro features two small black bats against 
an evening sky in this swirling, dynamic mono- 
chrome print. Toyohiro was an ukiyo-e artist and 
painter, who studied along side Toyokuni |, under 
the tutelage of Toyoharu during the end of the 
18th century. Hiroshige was a prodigy of Toyo- 
hiro’s, and both artists are particularly known for 
their mastery of landscapes and nature prints. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1810 
Toyohiro ga 
Hosoban 

ref #: JP5515 


Hawk on Pine Branch 
Toyokuni Il (1777 - 1835) 


In this print Toyokuni Il depicts a powerful 
hawk perched on the branch of a pine tree. 
Its head is cocked to one side, resting but 
ready for flight, as a bright sun rises in the 
sky above. Toyokuni Il was a contemporary 
of Toyohiro, and was the pupil and adopt- 
ed son-in-law of the renowned Utagawa 
Toyokuni |. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1825 
Gosotei Toyokuni hitsu 


Kakemono 
ref #: JP5356 
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Two Swallows in Flight 
A Series of Thirty-six Birds 
Hokkei (1780 - 1850) 


This surimono print depicts two swallows in flight, beaks open, 
stark-black wings spread in flight as they dip and wheel through 
the sky. It was produced for the Shipporen Poetry Club around 
1830, and features poetry by Fukubunro Arimasu and Kozanro 
Okikaze. The print is sprayed with blue pigment to simulate the 
impression of water droplets, lending an individual quality to this 
already rare image. This print is included in the collection of the 
Harvard University Museum of Art. 
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Woodblock Print 
c.1830 
Hokkei 


Surimono 
ref. #: JP5491 


Wagtail and Rose 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


The grey wagtail, which makes its 
home among the marshes and 
meadows of Japan, perches lightly 
on a thin, thorny branch of pink 
roses, which Hiroshige depicts 
through strong, graphic shapes 
and colors. The artist also captures 
the wagtail’s distinctive yellow un- 
derbelly, and its precarious grasp 
on the branch seems to suggest 
the telltale wagging motion that 
gives the little bird its name. This 
print is in the collection of the Met- 
ropolitan Museum of Art. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1840 
Hiroshige hitsu 


Tanzaku 
ref #: JP5465 
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Finch on Flowering Branch 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


In this print Hiroshige takes advantage 
of the vertical format to exaggerate the 
distinctive shape of cherry blossom 
branches reaching toward the sky, while 
the little black and white bird—perched 
upside down, his downy white belly on 
display—stands in strong contrast to 
the bright pink of the sakura. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1840 
Hiroshige hitsu 
Tanzaku 

ref #: JP5444 
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Azaleas and White-eyes (top), Wild Rose 
and a Song Bird 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


This very rare design is an uncut print, 
combining two quarter-block prints on one 
sheet of paper, hence the two signatures 
and two seals. The top print features azal- 
eas and white-eyes, while the bottom print 
combines wild roses and a small songbird, 
each with a corresponding poem. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1840 
Hiroshige hitsu 
Tanzaku 

ref #: JPR5419 
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Creeping Vine and Long Tailed Tit in Autumn 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


A long-tailed tit hangs from a creeping autumn 
vine. The poem reads: “The twined leaves of ivy 
have been dyed bright red by late autumn rains, 
creating colors as stylish as on a fine wrapping 
cloth.” (Translation: Metropolitan Museum of 
Art). Hiroshige employs minimal lines and styl- 
ized coloring to mirror the poem’s allusions of 
embroidered textile and the natural colors and 
patterns of nature. This print is in the collections 
of the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Honolulu 
Academy of Arts, and the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. Ex Van Biema Collection. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1835 
Hiroshige hitsu 
Tanzaku 

ref #: JP5492 


Bellflower 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


As one of the seven autumn flowers, the kikyo, 
or bellflower, is symbolic of the passing seasons 
and the poignancy of autumn, in particular. The 
poem, written in thin, graceful calligraphy, mim- 
ics the lilting bend of the stem of the flower, and 
refers to the feeling of a lengthening autumn 
night. This print is included in the collection of 
the Museum of Fine Arts Boston. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1840 
Hiroshige ga 
Hosoban 

ref #: JP5514 
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Cotton Rose and Dragonfly 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


A dragonfly ever so lightly sits atop a pink cotton 
rose. The subtle coloring of the cotton rose’s feath- 
ery pink blossom amplifies the delicate and careful 
quality of the composition, which is accentuated by 
the particularly narrow size of the paper. The text 
and image sit in perfect counterpoint, and the thin, 
curving stem and wide, generous leaves create a 
subtle balance of positive and negative space. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1840 
Hiroshige hitsu 
Hosoban 

ref #: JP5516 


Pheasant in Autumn 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


The bright plumage of this resting 
pheasant contrasts with the simplicity 
of the thin shoots of the autumn grass- 
es waving at the waterside. And yet, the 
curves of the gentle, swaying grasses 
provide a sense of unity with the proud, 
puffed chest of the pheasant. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1840 
Hiroshige hitsu 
Tanzaku 

ref #: JP5517 
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Waves and Cranes 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


This beautiful diptych pairs a flock of diving, chattering, gliding 
cranes with the pink glow of the dawn sky over the waves, symbol- 
izing hope and longevity. While the two prints are often displayed 
vertically, this edition includes a blue background on the bottom 
margins of both prints, indicating that it is probably from the edition 
where the separate obans were used as end pieces for albums. 
This print is also in the collections of the Honolulu Museum of Art, 
the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, and the British Museum. 
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Woodblock Print 
Hiroshige hitsu 
Oban (diptych) 
1858 

ref. #: JP5448 


Parrot, Kingfisher and Java Sparrow 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) 


This exceptionally rare triptych, featuring three different pairs 
of birds and flowers, combines poetry and delicate visuals to 
create a strong sense of seasonal shift and time of day. The 
poem in the central panel reads: “Each blossom of the bell- 
flower / finds its own way to wakefulness / in the morning 
dew” (Translation: Ronin Gallery). While the complete triptych 
is rare, the individual prints are featured in the collections of 
the Honolulu Museum of Art, the Museum of Fine Arts Bos- 
ton, the de Young-Legion of Honor Fine Arts Museums of 
San Francisco, and the Harvard University Art Museum. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1840 

Hiroshige hitsu 

Small tanzaku (triptych) 
ref. #: JP5363 
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Nature Studies: Meiji to Mid-20 Century 


Zeshin (1807 - 1891) 

Rinsai (fl. 1869 - 1890) 

Hiroshi Yoshida (1876 - 1950) 
Koson/Shoson/Hoson (1877 - 1945) 
Goyo (1880 - 1921) 

Toyonari (1885 - 1942) 

Rakuzan (1886 - 1976) 

Yoshimi (1897 - 1987) 

Sozan (fl. 1909 - 1926) 


of Japan to the West, the nation underwent a series of tumul- 

tuous political and social transformations that reverberated 
throughout all areas of cultural expression. The Meiji period brought 
rapid technological change, accompanied by new political and so- 
cial realities. There were suddenly new materials and opportunities 
for trade, a constant debate about the role of national and individual 
identity, as well as a new international market hungry for the aesthet- 
ics of the previously “mysterious” eastern shores. Japanese artists 
began to incorporate newly available forms of Western visuality in 
their own production, whether it was for a domestic or international 
market, and these innovations made their way into the print genre of 
kacho-e. 

Rinsai’s (fl. 1869-1890) imaginative and creative bird and flower 
prints, for example, are dynamic, unusual combinations of traditional 
landscapes reinvigorated by the addition of particular decorative 
Western techniques, such as organic forms of Art Nouveau. Gekko 
(1859-1920) was trained as a traditional nihonga painter, and brought 
this sensibility into his nature study prints as well. Nihonga, or “Jap- 
anese-style painting,” was a word coined during the Meiji period in 
order to distinguish from the new aesthetic possibilities and perspec- 
tives of yoga, or “Western-style” painting. In his prints, Gekko identi- 
fies himself as belonging strongly to the nihonga tradition through an 
innovative technique that reproduces the appearance of ink washes, 
even as his intuitive, detailed approach to the natural world demon- 
strates a truly modern allegiance to the idea of individualistic artistic 
expression. Zeshin (1807-1891), who was a painter, print artist, and 
lacquer artist, is known for encapsulating new and exciting ideas 
about art making, as well as encapsulating the struggle to define 
tradition and national identity. His training with the greats of Kyoto 


A fter Commodore Perry’s arrival and the subsequent opening 
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painting like Okyo and Goshin provided him with an eye for dramatic, 
unusual compositions and an inventiveness with materials like gold, 
silver, and lacquer. 

The tradition of kacho-e continued to be a source of inspiration for 
artists into the 20th century. Shin-hanga, or “new prints,” was a move- 
ment in the Taisho and Showa periods that reinvigorated the subjects 
and traditions of the golden age of Edo-period ukiyo-e, including 
beautiful women, famous places, and birds and flowers. There was 
a great deal of discursive exchange between shin-hanga artists and 
artists of the European tradition, and as such, kacho-e prints from this 
period combine innumerable sources of formal, thematic, and com- 
positional inspiration. For example, Ohara Koson (1877-1945), who 
also used the artist names Shoson and Hoson throughout his career, 
produced studies of the natural world that are incisive and empirical, 
but also touched with an undeniable graphic artistry and imagina- 
tion. In his work, the traditional poetic symbolism of the natural world 
is transformed into a powerful sense of character and atmosphere. 
Often, artists of this period strove to create a serene and dreamlike 
pictorial soace where the viewer could find some respite from the 
frenetic pace and increasingly mechanized quality of everyday life that 
was becoming the norm in the Japan of the 1920s and 1930s. 

That the tradition of kacho-e has persisted in the woodblock print 
genre for hundreds of years, and continues today in the work of 
contemporary artists, speaks directly to its aesthetic potential and 
emotional power. 
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Bamboo and Sparrows in Rain 
Newly Selected Rinsai’s Birds and Flowers 
Rinsai (fl. 1869 - 1890) 


This playful print features a flock of sparrows gleefully swirling in the 
air as a gentle rain falls on the banks of a river. The combination of 
riverside bamboo, wild roses, and irises adds a brilliant splash of 
color, while the hut nestled in the background hills adds a soft mean- 
dering path for the viewer's eye. The Art Nouveau-inspired border is 
a brilliant example of the increasing fascination that Japanese artists 
had with the West during this period. 
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Woodblock Print 
c.1880 

Rinsai sha 
Oban 

ref. #: JP5497 


Sunflower and Owl 
Newly Selected Rinsai’s Birds and Flowers 
Rinsai (fl. 1869 - 1890) 


In this fun-filled and charming design, Rinsai combines the 
innovative pairing of an owl in bright sunlight, surrounded 
by plump fruit, colorful songbirds, trumpeting lilies, and the 
pleasant, waving face of a sunflower. The wheat sheaves 
gathered by the right margin and the abundance of tree fruit 
suggests the early days of autumn harvest. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1880 

Rinsai sha 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5499 
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Swallow and Peony 
Koson (1877 - 1945) 


Koson was Japan’s leading master of 20th-century nature studies. Woodblock Print 

This print, from a series of images published by Daikokuya, features c. 1910 

many of Koson’s signature techniques and masterful touches. The : e 
N i 13.75” x 7.5 

gray-wash background, with its subtly visible woodgrain, serves as 

a gentle backdrop for the dynamic forms and delicate colors of the ref. #: JP5534 

peony and swallow. 
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Goshawk Under a Rainbow 
Koson (1877 - 1945) 


The visible wood grain on this print demonstrates the freshness of Woodblock Print 
the block and the early edition of this exceptionally rare image. The c. 1910 

blue gradient of the background alludes to lightening rainclouds, Koson 

further illustrated by the hazy arc of a rainbow haloing the head of a Otanzaku 

proud goshawk, who seems to have just emerged from the shelter ref. #: JP5454 


of the pine boughs to survey the ground below him. 
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Two Cranes 
Koson (1877 - 1945) 


The crane, a favorite subject of Japanese artists, represents 
longevity, good fortune, and fidelity, as cranes were thought to 
keep the same mate for life. Here, Koson appears to feature the 
latter quality, with the pairing of two cranes, one tucked neatly 
into itself among the grasses, the other in a protective stance, 
neck long, head raised, and eyes bright. 
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Woodblock Print 
c.1915 
Koson 


Otanzaku 
ref. #: JP5496 


Scops Owl and Crescent Moon Below 
Koson (1877 - 1945) 


This rare print by Koson makes ingenious use of woodgrain in 
the dark gray background, where the visible pattern appears 
to stand in for the shifting, hazy mists of the evening. The 
moon, left in reserve, stands in stark contrast to the detailed 
body of the owl, whose puffed-out breast and heavy white 
plumage around his bright eyes create an endearing, almost 
charming effect. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1915 
Koson 


Otanzaku 
ref. #: JP5453 
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Pheasant in Flight 
Koson (1877 - 1945) 


Deep in the woods in the middle of a 
rainstorm, a pheasant glides through 
the air, tail fanned out, wings spread, 
with his bright plumage on display. 
These large-format (naga-oban) 
prints are considered to be among 
the earliest that Koson did for the 
famous publishing house Kokkeido. 
Their unusual size and attention to 
woodgrain, material, and refined 
printing techniques indicates that Ko- 
son designed these prints for a par- 
ticularly discerning audience. 


Woodblock Print 
c.1910 
Koson 


Naga-oban 
ref. #: JP5358 


Egret on Snow Covered Branch 
Shoson (1877 - 1945) 


This stunning print displays Shoson’s technical skill and artistic 
imagination to a remarkable degree. It is considered one of his 
most important works and described as a “masterpiece of graphic 
art” by llling. The stark contrast between the white plumage of the 
egret and the pitch-black night sky provides additional visual inter- 
est to the already arresting s-curve of the composition. The flecks 
of white peeking through the black background seem to play dual 
roles: both snowflakes falling from above, and stars glimmering in 
the sky overhead. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1925 

Shoson 
Otanzaku 

ref. #: JP5456 
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Blue Robin on Maple Branch 
Shoson (1877 - 1945) 


This blue monochrome print (aizuri-e) has a lovely atmospheric 
effect, combining the seasonal cues for autumn with the dis- 
tinctive light of early morning. Aizuri-e, the technique of printing 
in all-blue ink, was first used in the 1840s, reaching a peak of 
popularity that quickly dropped off. Thanks in part to talented 
and popular artists like Shoson, it was revived as an important 
woodblock technique in the 20th century, after more than 50 
years of obscurity. 
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Woodblock Print 
c. 1925 
Shoson 


Otanzaku 
ref. #: JP5455 


Crows in Flight 
Shoson (1877 - 1945) 


From one of the special otanzaku prints designed by Shoson for 
Watanabe, this print features two jungle crows in flight across an 
evening sky lit by the full moon. The striking blue gradation of the 
sky provides an excellent foundation to showcase the silky black 
feathers of the crows’ wings. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1925 
Shoson 


Otanzaku 
ref. #: JP5451 
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Dragonflies and Hollyhocks 
Shoson (1877 - 1945) 


In Japanese myth, dragonflies are the only creatures able to ascend Woodblock Print 
from earth to heaven, and can travel effortlessly between the two 1934 
realms. In this print, Shoson seems to emphasize this capability of Shoson 


the jewel-like insects, placing them at the very tip of hollyhock stalks 


that stretch endlessly into the blue morning sky. Opan 


ref. #: JP5508 
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Pair of White Geese Swimming 
Shoson (1877 - 1945) 


A pair of geese, symbolizing fidelity and monogamy, glide with 
grace through the dark water. A bankside bamboo plant dips 
down to touch the surface, and the light embossing on the bod- 
ies of the swans provides subtle texture and visual interest. Most 
impressive, however, is the ingenious use of line work in the re- 
flections of the birds in the water’s surface, suggesting both the 
movement of their bodies and the quality of the water. 


Woodblock Print 
1928 

Shoson 

Oban 

ref. #: JPR5321 
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Tiger Lilies and Butterfly 
Shoson (1877 - 1945) 


In this print, Shoson deliberately overemphasizes the curling Woodblock Print 
petals and flamboyant colors of the tiger lily. The effect is one 1934 

of vibrancy and movement, capturing atmosphere, fragrance, Shoson 

and light of summer. Oban 


ref. #: JP5510 
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Flowering Water Lily 
Hoson (1877 - 1945) 


Hoson’s waterlilies capture all the cycles of natural life in one 
image, collapsing the long thread of time. Open blossoms 
with fresh petals and closed blossoms struggling to burst 
forth are paired with the curling, waxy sheen of healthy lily- 
pad leaves, while others show the first signs of natural de- 
cay. This print is in the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts 
Boston. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1940 

Hoson 

Oban 

ref. #: JP5502 
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Morning Glory 
Shoson (1877 - 1945) 


In this design for a fan, Shoson ingeniously emphasizes the 
dynamic of a diagonal composition (a favorite for fan prints) 
by including the little prop sticks onto which the morning glory 
vine loves to grow. Despite the scale of the design, Shoson is 
still able to express the delicate quality of the flower, including 
its translucent, soft petals and tiny curling vines. 
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Woodblock Print 
c. 1925 
Uchiwa-e 
Shoson (sealed) 
ref. #: JP5512 


Obatan Parrot 
(Salmon-Crested Cockatoo) 
Zoological Garden 

Hiroshi Yoshida (1876 - 1950) 


From a flawless set of prints depicting a domestic cockatoo, 
Hiroshi features his indisputable artistic skill and attention to de- 
tail through the incredibly subtle salmon color of the cockatoo’s 
head plumage, and the way that the light catches the heavily 
embossed feathers. Although Hiroshi Yoshida is primarily known 
for his watercolor-like landscapes, prints from this extremely rare 
set are highly sought after by collectors of shin hanga. 


Woodblock Print 

Hiroshi Yoshida (in pencil) 
Oban 

1926 


17” x 10.75” 
ref. #: JP5496 
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Ducks 
Goyo (1880 - 1921) 


Pairs of ducks are often employed in the tradition of kacho-e to 
symbolize marital bliss and fidelity. In this charming print, Goyo 
illustrates the male mallard proudly keeping watch as his mate 
dives for food beneath the water's surface. This print is one of only 
thirteen complete designs for woodblock that Goyo designed and 
executed throughout his lifetime. This print is in the collections of 
the Harvard University Museum of Art, the Minneapolis Institute of 
Art, and the Museum of Fine Arts Boston. 
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Woodblock Print 
August 1920 
Goyo ga 

Oban 

ref. #: JPR5420 


Parrot on Table 
Toyonari (1885 - 1942) 


A decidedly modern take on the long tradition of kacho-e, this 
print depicts a pet parrot in a world of curiosity and color. The 
striking planes of color work together like a jigsaw to complete 
the entirety of the image. After studying with Gekko, Toyonari 
established himself as a master of Meiji-period portrait prints 
of Kabuki actors. He was particularly well known for his use of 
all-mica backgrounds, which here in this print is employed in the 
service of a fascinating and original nature print. 


Woodblock Print 
1924 

Toyonari ga 
Oban 

ref. #: JP5495 
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Macaw and Camellia 
Yoshimi (1897 - 1987) 


Against the velvety black background, the vibrant, bold 
colors of the parrot leap out at the viewer. The composition 
takes advantage of the vertical format to create a sense of 
harmony with the gentle curve of the parrot’s long tail, and 
the great expanse of negative space. 
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Woodblock Print 
c. 1925 

Yoshimi 
Naga-oban 

ref. #: JPR5336 


Pair of Ducks in Snow 
Sozan (fl. 1909 - 1926) 


This charming print captures both the empirical realism of 
nature studies, and the more abstract sense of movement 
and texture. A male duck is captured just at the moment 
that he is about to alight on the water beside his mate, his 
form stretched and curved in a way that could only result 
from careful study of nature, while the faces of the two ducks 
simultaneously seem to convey a true sense of character. 


Woodblock Print 
c. 1920 
Sozan (sealed) 


Otanzaku 
ref. #: JP5505 
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